42               AFTER    THESE     MANY    QUESTS
near Bury St. Edmunds for a month, where we lived under canvas and semi-military discipline. The chief results of this were threefold: an acute attack of nostalgia; I started smoking in a big way, expending on cigarettes much of the five or six shillings a week we earned; and I received the first definite information on sex from another boy.
I was thoroughly unhappy in this camp, but though at liberty to go at any time, for some reason or other I felt impelled, as a point of honour, to stick it out. I had never, in wildest imaginings, dreamed that a palliasse could be so hard and the ground beneath so unsympathetic; that eight boys in a bell tent could create such a shocking muddle; that standards of honesty over eating utensils and similar articles could deteriorate so swiftly; that field cooking could spoil good food so successfully; that sanitary arrangements could be so primitive and so communal, guard duty in the small hours so exhausting and demoralising, companions so callous and indifferent, and (one or two) so foul-mouthed and lecherous.
Nor was the flax pulling amusing. The stems filled our hands with tiny splinters. We were given special gloves, but these soon wore to ribbons and offered no protection. I was appointed a gang-leader, and this merely added to my anxieties. Boys in my charge, working with slipshod rapidity and native guile, would bore tunnels into the flax and then lie down for a " mike." It was my painful, almost impossible, duty to persuade them to work more thoroughly. We grew as brown as nuts. Though our inexperienced cooks ravaged the camp with minor bellyaches, and diarrhoea, we were healthy. Yet I was acutely miserable, and despaired of human nature under canvas.
Young girls, crudely randy, hung about the outskirts of the camp. They were ignored by the true lady-killers, who, after the evening meal, would stride off boldly to the town's Monkey Parade, there to "pick up" somebody in the approved manner. I joined in once only, but was terribly abashed at this business of walking behind a promising, giggling pair till the suitable moment came for joining forces. In fact I was such a wet blanket that I was eventually told to sheer off by our principal Don Juan, who considered that